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and coloration also appear unusual. In the Inner Gulf of Thailand, 

Heuglin's Gull is a regular visitor in small numbers of up to 20 birds 

(Round etal. 2009), and there are also a few records of Slaty-backed 

Gull L. schistisagus, Mongolian Gull and Lesser Black-backed Gull (N. 

Upton and P. Round pers. comm.) The nearest records of Heuglin's 

Gull sensustricto are from Peninsular Malaysia (Anon. 2006), where 

it has also been recorded as a vagrant, and there is an unconfirmed 

record from Singapore of a Herring-type gull which may have been 

Heuglin's (Wells 1999). The nominate form of the rather similar (but 

darker-mantled) Lesser Black-backed Gull has been recorded as far 

south-east as the Cocos (Keeling) Islands (Olsen & Larsson 2003). 

Description: A large gull of c.60 cm body length. Head white 

and unstreaked. Upperparts overall dark in appearance; primaries 

dark brown, and primary coverts and alula showing substantial 

white; scapulars, mantle, lesser coverts, median coverts and greater 

coverts dark grey. Underparts white (and unstreaked) on neck, chest, 

belly and vent. Tail all white above when viewed in flight. Legs light 

yellow; bill  shortish, stout, extensive yellow on distal upper mandible 

and dark red and black on gonys, with a pale base. Difficult  to judge 

primary moult score but an old primary five (p5) feather present. 

The following possible confusion species in third-year plumage 

can be excluded: Slaty-backed Gull, ruled out at any age owing to the 

yellowish tone to the legsoftheWetar bird; Vega Gull L. vegae, which 

in its third year would show brown streaking on the head and nape; 

Mongolian Gull, which in its third winter shows paler grey rather than 

dark grey wings; and Caspian Gull L. cachinnans and Lesser Black- 

backed Gull, which would show a substantially darker mantle. 
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Status of vultures in Mudumalai Tiger Reserve, Western Ghats, India 

THARMAUNGAM RAMESH, KALYANASUNDARAM  SANKAR & QAMAR QURESHI 

India harbours nine species of vultures, and of these White-backed 

Vulture Gyps bengalensis, Indian Vulture G. indicus and Red-headed 

Vulture Sarcogyps calvus are classified by IUCN as Critically 

Endangered (BirdLife International 2008). Their sudden decline in 

the Indian subcontinent in the last decade was attributed to disease, 

poisoning and reduction in food availability, although diclofenac 

poisoning is now widely regarded as the principal cause in India 

(Prakash etal. 2003, Green etal. 2004, 2007, Shultz etal. 2004, Swan 

et al. 2006). Apart from their own threatened status, vultures are 

ecologically important in human-dominated areas, as scavengers 

at primitive slaughterhouses and carcass dumps (Satheesan 1989, 

Mundy et al. 1992), and in natural areas, as scavengers on animal 

carcasses of large mammals killed by carnivores (Houston 1974, 

Hunter etal. 2007, Majumder etal. 2009). As most of the studies on 

vultures have been restricted to the northern, western, eastern and 

central states of India (Prakash etal. 2003), baseline studies are 

needed in southern India to understand the status and dynamics of 

the populations there. 
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We recorded opportunistic sightings of vultures in Mudumalai 

Tiger Reserve from 1 March 2006 to 30 April  2010, as part of a study 

on large carnivores. Mudumalai Tiger Reserve (11°32'-11°43'N 

76°22'-76°45'E) is situated in the Western Ghats of India. This 

321 km2 reserve is bounded by Wayanad Wildlife  Sanctuary on the 

west, Bandipur Tiger Reserve in the north and Nilgiri  North Forest 

Division in the south. The sampling covered all the forest beats of 

the reserve. According to Champion & Seth (1968), the vegetation 

types in Mudumalai are classified into Southern Tropical Dry Thorn 

Forest, Southern Tropical Dry Deciduous Forest, Southern Tropical 

Moist Deciduous Forest, Southern Tropical Semi Evergreen forest, 

Moist Bamboo Brakes and Riparian Forest. 

While conducting sign surveys for carnivores, walking line 

transects or driving vehicle transects in order to estimate ungulate 

densities, we noted any sighting of a vulture, the number of 

individuals of each species and the major vegetation type within 

50 m radius. Efforts were also made to locate vultures around villages 

near livestock carcass dumps. Observations were made all year, with 

the exception of the July-August monsoon in 2006 and 2007. In 

total, 29 independent observations of vultures were made during 

the study in 1,493 hours of observation. 

Among the three species of vultures, White-rumped Vulture 

(WRV) was sighted the most (n=242), followed by Red-headed 

Vulture (RHV) (n=48) and Indian Vulture (IV) (n=15). Most of the 

vulture sightings were recorded in open scrub (35%) followed by 

dry deciduous (25%), moist deciduous (17.5%), riverine (17.5%) and 

interspersed patches of swampy ricefield in the semi-evergreen 

habitat (5%). 

Multiple species groups of WRV-IV (n=1), WRV-RHV (n=8) and 

WRV-IV-RHV (n=2) were seen feeding on large carnivores kills. 

Overall vultures were observed feeding on 20 chital Axis axis, six 

gaur Bos gaurus and two sambar Rusa unicolor carcasses of large 

carnivore kills. The maximum number of individuals observed in 

each sighting was 40 WRV, 12 IV and 5 RHV. 

Our observations of nests were all on the top of live trees along 

Sigur River at Chemmanatham. Two nests of WRV, built on Terminalia 

arjuna, had three nestlings each, and two nests of LBV, built on 

Dalbergialanceolaria, had two nestlings.Theobservations with three 

nestlings are unusual, as Gyps vultures usually have only one or two 

(Grossman & Hamlet 1964). Nesting in trees is also unusual for the 

species: IV nests have been reported rarely on trees in India 

(Majumder etal. 2009). On 15 April  2006, five unoccupied nests of 

WRV were also seen along with its active nests in the same area. 

Subsequently 12 nests (nine active and three unoccupied) of WRV 

and RHV (two active nests) were seen in the same location and a 

nearbyareaon 1 January 2010, althoughatthattimewewereunable 

to check the number of nestlings. 

During the present study vultures were sighted only on kills of 

large mammalian predators. Although vulture nesting sites were 

observed 2 km from Masinagudi village, where livestock carcasses 

are dumped, no vultures were sighted on such carcasses during the 

study. Hence, while acknowledging that less sampling effort was 

made in human-dominated areas, we believe that the vultures of 

Mudumalai are dependent on large carnivore kills. Similar 

observations have been made by Majumder ef al. (2009) on vultures 

feeding on predator kills in Pench Tiger Reserve, Madhya 

Pradesh. Houston (1974) and Hunter et al. (2007) reported that 

vultures in Africa were also dependent on large carnivore kills for 

survival. Feeding on a single carcass by two or three species of 

vultures together, as recorded during the study, has also been 

reported in other parts of India (Ali  & Ripley 1968-1998, Majumder 

etal. 2009). 

Use of diclofenac in the villages around the park should be 

monitored as it has caused large-scale mortality in vultures in 

different parts of the country and could well be a cause of the low 

number of vultures sighted in the park. We hope this baseline study 

will  encourage long-term monitoring of vulture populations in 

southern India, and further research on breeding habits and resource 

availability for the species in the region. 
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